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W
hat are the characteristics that

distinguish the most success-
ful program managers from their
peers? One of the most exten-

sive studies of successful program
managers — The Right Stuff:  Results
of DSMC Program Manager Compe-
tency Study — identified 16 compe-
tencies in its Program Manager Job
Competency Model.1

This 1989 DSMC study defined a
competency as an attribute of a pro-
gram manager that underlies effective
performance. Specifically, the DSMC
Program Manager Job Competency
Model included 10 core competen-
cies for program managers, and six
competencies that distinguished the
most successful program managers.2

This article presents the results of
research recently completed at the
Naval Postgraduate School, which
evaluated the competencies identi-
fied in the original DSMC study from
the perspective of the Army’s current
major acquisition program managers.3

The results of this study are based
on survey data obtained from pro-
gram executive officers (PEO), pro-
gram managers and acquisition stu-
dents. Administered to over 220
acquisition personnel, the survey elic-
ited a response rate of 80 percent. The
survey asked each respondent to re-
view the 27 competencies from the
original DSMC survey. They were then
asked to select the nine most impor-
tant characteristics of the “ideal” pro-

gram manager, and the nine least
important characteristics.

Initially, surveys were administered
to Army PEOs and their deputies.
These individuals were asked to iden-
tify those program managers who best
characterized the competencies they
had previously identified as most im-
portant for an “ideal” program man-
ager. Of the 34 Army program manag-
ers, they selected 18 as “successful”
and 16 as “average.”4 Of the 25 pro-
gram managers who responded to the
survey, 11 were successful, and 14
were average. Figure 1 reflects the
results of the data obtained from both
successful and average program man-
agers.

Program Manager
Competencies

The Naval Postgraduate School
(NPS) study validated 14 of the 16
competencies identified in the origi-
nal DSMC study. Figure 2 provides a
comparison of the original and re-
vised Job Competency Models.

The results of the NPS study indi-
cate that all program managers share
11 competencies. Additionally, five
competencies appear to distinguish
the most successful program manag-
ers. In order to gain further insight
into why and how these competen-
cies were ranked, the seven success-
ful program managers, who were se-
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lected by more than one PEO, were
interviewed. The 16 competencies
from the revised Job Competency
Model, their definitions, and insights
gained from these interviews are pro-
vided below. (Note: An asterisk (*)
indicates the competencies that dis-
tinguished the most successful pro-
gram managers from their peers.)

Competency No. 1
Political Awareness: Knows who

influential players are, what they want,
and how best to work with them. Poli-
tics affects every aspect of an Army
program. Whether this is right or
wrong, program managers must oper-
ate in this environment. As one pro-
gram manager remarked:

If you are not politically astute
about the Pentagon, Congress
or other Government agencies,
you will never understand their
agenda, your program will fail,
and you will never know why it
failed.

Program managers learn very
quickly how politically sensitive their
programs are. Of importance for pro-
gram managers to understand is the
fact that trade-offs have been made at
the Army, DoD and Congressional
levels just to keep their programs vi-
able. As one program manager stated:

You may have to concede many
times on small issues just to
keep your program alive; lose
the battle to win the war.

Competency No. 2
Coaches Others (*): Providing oth-

ers with performance feedback and
suggestions to improve their capabili-
ties. As the Acquisition Corps evolves
into a profession, the ability of junior
officers to learn from their superiors
will help them avoid many of the
mistakes of the past. If program man-
agers do not train the people who will
one day fill their positions, they are
performing a disservice to the Acqui-
sition Corps, the taxpayer and the
individual. As one program manager
stated about one of his junior officers:

This guy is going to be a pro-
gram manager one day; it’s my
job to coach him and let him
develop to his potential.

Competency No. 3
Developing Relationships (*):

Spends time and energy getting to know
program sponsors, users and contrac-
tors. A program manager has daily
interface with a variety of people from
outside his organization. Each of these
people will have their own agenda,
priorities and resource constraints.
To be successful, program managers
must be able “...to pick up a phone,
explain what [they] need done, and
because of the relationship [they have]
established with these folks, expect a
response.”

Building relationships does not
happen overnight. Program Manag-
ers must take the time to visit and
cultivate old and new relationships
with key personnel affecting their pro-
grams. These key personnel include
people from the Pentagon, the test
community, contractors and the user.
Many program managers stated that
they obtained positive results for their
programs merely by working the
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FIGURE 1. Program Manager Competency Interval Scale
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relationships they previously estab-
lished with various agencies. As one
program manager stated:

This may sound like the “good-
old-boy” network, which it is,
but the Army is personnel- and
staff-intensive, so interpersonal
relationships, the ability to work
with others, is a must.

Competency No. 4
Self Control (*): Remaining calm

and unemotional in stressful situations.
Several of the program managers who
were interviewed said that they knew
program managers who were “scream-
ers” and who got angry very quickly.
While this may work in the short
term, program managers who resort
to such actions will never be able to
count on those people to “bend over
backwards for them in the long term.”
Most program managers agreed that
losing your temper is not wrong as
long as you understand beforehand
the consequences of that action.

Competency No. 5
Innovativeness: Champions and

pushes new ways of meeting program
requirements. The acquisition busi-
ness has no “cookbook” answers;
therefore, the Army hires program
managers to “manage unique situa-
tions effectively.” Program managers

The PM is the

program’s number one

advocate and

cheerleader.

FIGURE 2. Comparison of DSMC and NPS
Competencies
Original Competency Model Revised Competency Model
Sense of ownership (*) Political awareness
Political awareness (*) Coachers others (*)(@)
Relationship development (*) Relationship development (*)
Strategic influence (*) Self-control (*)(@)
Interpersonal assessment (*) Results-oriented (*)
Assertiveness (#) Innovativeness
Managerial orientation Sense of ownership
Results-oriented Long-term perspective
Critical inquiry Managerial orientation
Long-term perspective Action-oriented
Focus on excellence Focus on excellence
Innovativeness Strategic influence
Optimizing (#) Critical inquiry
Systematic thinking Systematic thinking
Action-oriented (*) Proactive information gathering
Proactive information gathering Interpersonal assessment (*)
Notes: (*) Indicates a competency that distinguishes a successful PM.

(@) Indicates a competency that was added to the PM Job Competency Model.
(#) Indicates a competency that was deleted from the PM Job Competency Model.

A PM should never

become too attached

to his program.

must remember, however, that the
solution that worked yesterday may
not work tomorrow. Thus, the pri-
mary responsibility of the program
manager is to find out what will work,
and do it.

Competency No. 6
Results Oriented (*): Evaluates per-

formance in terms of accomplishing
specific goals or meeting specific stan-
dards. One of the most important parts
of a program manager’s job is making
each program work and getting it
fielded. As one program manager
stated:

Everything you do [as a pro-
gram manager] has got to be
focused on results, results, re-
sults.

To get a program fielded, program
managers must “put marks on the
wall”; otherwise, events will dictate
the course of the program. By focus-
ing on results, program managers have
a way of setting priorities and measur-
ing the results of their programs against
a specific standard.

Competency No. 7
Sense Of Ownership/Mission: Sees

self as responsible for the program;

articulates problems or issues from a
broader organizational or mission
perspective. Sense of Ownership is
important from the perspective that
one of the primary roles of program
managers is to be their program’s
number one advocate and cheer-
leader. One program manager put it
this way:

If program managers are not out
there “leading the charge” for
their systems, they are probably
performing a disservice to the
taxpayer and the soldier.
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A negative aspect of this compe-
tency is that Sense of Ownership might
imply, to some people, that the pro-
gram belongs exclusively to the pro-
gram managers. Program managers
should never become personally at-
tached to their programs. They must
keep the attitude that “... if the Army
says that they don’t want the program,
I personally don’t want it.” This allows
them to establish the credibility of their
programs based on each program’s ca-
pabilities, without others viewing their
actions as personal or vindictive. So
program managers must be committed
to selling the Army’s programs, not their
personal programs.

Competency No. 8
Long-Term Perspective: Antici-

pates and plans for future issues and
problems. Most program managers
agreed that the most commonly used
tool for focusing on a Long-Term Per-
spective was the DoD six-year budget
process. One program manager stated:

If I had a [financial] problem
today, I couldn’t fix it in 1994 if
my life depended on it, without
severe turbulence, because I
don’t have the money to do it.
The 1995 budget is essentially
locked...it would take a miracle
to change it now. So 1996 is
your first year to impact. With-
out a long-term perspective I
can’t do that.

According to current program man-
agers, what distinguishes program
managers from their peers is their
ability to identify a crisis that will not
occur until two years from now. Suc-
cessful program managers must be
able to shape events so that the crisis
is manageable when it does occur.

Competency No. 9
Managerial Orientation: Gets work

done through the efforts of others. Pro-
gram managers don’t have time to do
everything themselves. A program
manager’s job is to “steer the ship,”
keep their action officers “heading in
the right direction,” and then em-

power their subordinates to complete
the mission.

One of the key aspects of Manage-
rial Orientation is that it forces pro-
gram managers to take the time to
understand the strengths and weak-
nesses of their personnel. By under-
standing their subordinates’ capabili-
ties, program managers are able to
place those personnel into positions
that maximize their strengths and
minimize their weaknesses. By em-
powering their subordinates to ac-
complish specific missions, program
managers have the time to focus their
efforts on resolving the major prob-
lems before they become crises.

Competency No. 10
Action-Oriented: Reacts to problems

energetically and with a sense of ur-
gency. A program’s performance is
directly tied to how action-oriented
its program manager is. To quote one
program manager:

You don’t need me if I’m not
action-oriented, because I’m
paid to respond to a crisis.

The very nature of the role of pro-
gram managers means that they must
deal with crisis on a day-to-day basis.

Most of the examples cited by pro-
gram managers concerning this com-

petency focused on dealing with cri-
ses that pertained to the program’s
budget. One program manager put it
this way:

When the Pentagon calls and
says that you have two hours for
an answer, they are not throw-
ing “wolf bait.” You have got
two hours to get them an answer
before the window of opportu-
nity closes. If you don’t respond,
you have just lost the battle —
battles which normally equate
to money.

Competency No. 11
Focus On Excellence: Strives for the

highest standards regardless of circum-
stance. Many of the program manag-
ers felt that it was easy for people to
say that they focus on excellence, but
it was much harder to actually do it.
As one program manager stated:

I’ve never been in a situation in
this business where there was
an excellent solution. Every-
thing is a trade-off.

So the program manager strives to
provide the user and the taxpayer
with the best product he can within
the constraints of cost, schedule and
performance.

Competency No. 12
Strategic Influence: Builds coalitions

and orchestrates situations to overcome
obstacles and obtain support. Strate-
gic Influence plays an important role
in the external environment of a pro-
gram. It affects how a program is
funded, staffed and fielded. Program
Managers can’t get their programs
fielded by themselves. They must be
able to build coalitions and partner-
ships, and be able to effectively use
them to weigh in for their program
when the time comes. One program
manager said that the key to building
an effective coalition was to:

...come across as a sincere and
honest person, yet willing to
stand up for what you think is

A PM’s job is to

“steer the ship.”
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right; then they will probably be
willing to compromise if you
don’t have a dogmatic approach
to things.

Competency No. 13
Critical Inquiry: Explores critical

issues that are not being explicitly ad-
dressed by others. Program managers
are responsible for understanding the
political environment within which
their programs exist. Their skill in
understanding other people’s agen-
das, building coalitions, and getting
their programs fielded depends on
their ability to ask the hard questions
“up front and early.” This Critical
Inquiry, asking the “what if” ques-
tions, allows program managers to
discover the rationale behind certain
answers. As is often the case, program
managers can gain more insight from
understanding the rationale than from
the answer itself.

Competency No. 14
Systematic Thinking: Organizes and

analyzes problems methodically. The
acquisition of a major weapon system
is a complex process. The program
manager must not only coordinate
the program through its current phase,
but also plan for the program’s growth
throughout its life cycle. The program
manager must be able to methodi-
cally lay out a plan that will allow the
program to get through a particular
event as well as future events.

Competency No. 15
Proactive Information Gathering:

Systematically collects and reviews in-
formation. Very few people are willing
to come up and tell you that they have
a problem. When something goes
wrong, people will tend to “sit on the
news, trying to make it better, or hop-
ing the bad news will go away.” One
of the program managers put it this
way:

If a program manager is not
proactive, he cannot get his job
done. A program manager that
is not out finding his problems
is in the reaction mode. If I am

reacting to a problem, it means
it’s already here. Already here
means I better have the finan-
cial ability to do it, which means
it’s too late. If I’m reacting to a
problem, it means that it’s prob-
ably already over my head.

In short, an effective program man-
ager must find out about problems
before they happen.

Competency No. 16
Interpersonal Assessment (*): Iden-

tifies specific interest, motivations,
strengths and weaknesses of others.
Program managers must be cognizant
of their own strengths and weaknesses
as well as those of their subordinates.
One program manager stated that the
reason he hired a specific deputy was
to balance his own weaknesses.

I am weak in program manage-
ment, budgeting, cost estimat-
ing and contract negotiating. He
is an expert in those areas. This
balances my own style of man-
agement by walking around.

By understanding subordinates’
capabilities, program managers will

be better able to manage their pro-
grams. They will understand when to
“get out of their way” and when they
are in danger of “focusing on a few
trees in the forest.” In short, interper-
sonal assessment is the ability to “un-
derstand and work with people.”

Summary
The primary role of an Army Ac-

quisition Category I (ACAT I) pro-
gram manager is to direct the devel-
opment and production of a weapon
system within the constraints of cost,
schedule and performance. In order
to successfully accomplish this, the
program manager must exhibit cer-
tain competencies. His ability to inte-
grate these competencies into the
management of his program plays an
important part in the success of that
program. The revised Job Competency
Model identifies 16 competencies that
current Army ACAT I program man-
agers identified as being important to
successful program management.
While these 16 competencies can’t be
seen as a “cookbook” solution for
future program managers, they do
provide a blueprint of the leadership
and managerial skills needed to be-
come an effective program manager.
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